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Point of View 


By James Karman 


March 23, 1981 


If We Try to Blunt the Edge of a Great Idea 
to Protect’ Our Students, Education Suffers 


AST SPRING, just before graduation. 

a student came into my office. 

He was one of my best stu- 

dents—he had taken a 
number of courses with me and 
had done exceptionally well in 
all of them. On this occasion 
he was pensive, even a bit for- 
lorn. As he sat down he said, 
“You know. when [ started col- 
lege I thought my education would 
be aliberating experience. [ thought 
1 would add new talents, new cap- 
abilities, new accomplishments to my 
life. Instead, it’s been just the opposite. 
Each course I've taken, each good book 
I've read, each idea I've seriously con- 
sidered has taken something away from me. 
I feel like an onion that has had layer after layer 
peeled away until there is nothing, nothing there at 
all.” 

An onion, peeled away to nothing. 

When he left my office I reflected on the tangle 
of issues with which he had confronted me. Chief 
among them was the confirmation of a suspicion that 
had heen on my mind for quite some time. A change 


in the weather has occurred on campus recently; a 


new kind of student is present in the classroom. This 
student, nv matter how goad, seems to be more con- 
servative than those who came before, more literal- 
minded, more opinionated, less able to deal with sub- 
tleties of thought. As such, this student places dif- 
ferent demands on the instructor, demands which. 
in my opinion, threaten the integnty of the educa- 
tional enterprise. 

As I reflected further on the specific complaints 
of the student who had come in to see me, my first 
response was one of guilt. { wanted to apologize for 
the damage that my colleagues and | had done to 
him. 

I soon realized. however, that guilt was entirely 
inappropriate. The title of a poem by Walluce Stevens 
came to mind: “Poetry Is a Destructive Force.” So 
is all serious thought; so is all serious teaching. There 
is a sense in which J should have felt proud of my 
handiwork. 

But I felt sorry for him. sorry that in his four years 
of college he had missed out on the excitement of 
the life of the mind and had experienced only what 
he considered to be the deleterious effects of it. He 
represented countless other students I have encoun- 
tered recently who have been so threatened by new 
idcas that they either resist them allogether or are 
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crushed by them, students for whom there seems 
to be no middle ground. 

Many of them arrive at college with a clear un- 
derstanding—however well or ill informed—of what 
the world is all about, and their perspective remains 
unchanged no matter what is set before them. Perhaps 
their attitudes are symptomatic of the fundamentalism 
in religion, politics, and thought that is presently 
sweeping the country. 

There are other students. however, who are sus- 
ceptible to the intrusion of new ideas. These are the 
ones who listen intently to the Buddha, see the world 
through Nietzsche's eyes. personalize the Holocaust. 
take scriously the question “To be or not to be,” 
and. in gencral, follow the poets (from every dis- 
cipline) into the abyss. These are also the ones, how- 
ever, who might experience their education as a series 
of losses rather than a series of gains. 

One of the reasons today's students find new ideas 
so traumatizing, I believe. is that they have not had 
previous experience with serious thought. This is not 
the place to debate the merits of the standard public- 


_f school education. Suffice it to say that most 
students come to college without the skill it takes 
to “entertain” ideas (allowing an idea in, getting 
to know it, accepting it on its own terms, perhaps 
inviting it to stay). For the most part, they have not 
had a long or deep acquaintance with the great think- 
ers of the past and hence have little awareness of. 
the flow—no, the fits and starts—~—of human history. 
Even the students who reveal an aptitude for serious 
reflection often know very little about their own in- 
tellectual tradition. Again. these are the ones most 
apt to be overwhelmed by the ideas they encounter. 


HAT CONCERNS ME about this situation is 

the tendency educators have shown in the 

past to capitulate to the articulated needs 

of the students. For a variety of reasons. 
we tend to give them what they say they want: fewer 
humanities requirements, higher grades, assignments 
that draw primarily on personal experience, courses 
that never rise above a comfortable introductory lev- 
el. 

Given the new mood on campus, we also tend to 
encapsulate great idcas safely. saying. “This is what 
what he or she thought; of course, you don't have 
tu accept it." Homer, Dante, Shakespeare. and Eliot. 
to say nothing of Darwin, Marx, Freud, and Sartre, 
never had it so bad. 

Our desire to protect students by blunting the edge 
of a great idea compromises the integnty of the ed- 
ucational enterprise. There is a part of me that wishes 
the student who came to see me did not have to 
experience the pain of having cherished notions slow- 
ly pecled away. But in the long run J am sure he 
is better off than the student who never lost—or 
gained—any thing al all. 

To be truc to our calling we do nut have to “destroy 
the drawers of the brain . .. and spread demoral- 
ization” wherever we go, as Tristan Tzara, the 
spokesman of Dadaism, sought to do. But we do have 
to help students understand that new ideas (even old 
ideas if they are new to the person who hears them) 
are by nature revolutionary; they overturn what was 
there before. New ideas are iconoclastic; they break 
through old ways of seeing. Above all. we must help 
them understand that the transformation of con- 
sciousness that occurs when an idea is seriously en- 
tertained can or should be a welcome experience. 
The life of the mind—the life of a college or a uni- 
versity—depends on it. 


James Karman is assistant professor of religious stud- 
ies at California State University at Chico. 
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“WATER BAPTISM. is an "Outward Siena: of an 
inward doing". Romans 6:3-4 tells us that “we 
too might walk in newness of Late. ". Eber s. ike 
a happy funerall Dying to our old sinful nature 
as we go into a wapeny. grave and make a public 
- stand for Jesustt- | ) | ty 
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We. are having a Bapeen: tielaie at 1:00pm. at the 
north side of Venice Pier. Come and join Ne 
the fellowship, singing and funt! 5 Na 
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MARRIED COUPLES FELLOWSHIP next Thursday night, 
August 24th, 7:30-9:00pm at Randy & Janet Weirsg 
house, 4080 Huron. Be sure to attend! 


THERENENEANEERER SEEN SE RELOHEEHOESSORDEHEN EEE 


COUPLES RETREAT at Camp Cedar Crest, Labor Day 
weekend... coming soon, see bulletin board | 
for sign up information. 
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PRAYER after every evening service in the 
Sunday school rooms. Take Kicks of this ae 
very special time. 
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SEPTEMBER ist New Life gas be avin a concer 
Featuring Freddy Fields and Glad Tidings. op 
| Hen eeeensennseenenneennneennnnee EE 4 
TUESDAY night Bible Studies here are New Life ab Me 
at 7130. teak : gett Lg ae: BS eee ae 
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